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In spring 2020, two librarians at Penn State-
Abington transitioned a series of planned focus 

groups online after the COVID-19 pandemic 
disrupted in-person sessions. Despite the added 
challenges of coordinating online groups, we 
found that the virtual format was effective 
and offered advantages over in-person groups. 
Online focus groups eliminate the need for 
moderators to coordinate the logistics of reserv-
ing rooms, ordering food, and purchasing and 
setting up external recording equipment. Studies 
show that subjects experience lower “participa-
tion burden” for online groups.1 Virtual groups 
also enable researchers to reach and attract 
populations that are geographically dispersed, 
less mobile, and more demographically diverse.2 
In this article we will discuss our experience 
conducting virtual focus groups, best practices 
for conducting online focus groups, and infor-
mation we learned that will help improve our 
spaces and services.

Penn State-Abington’s experience 
with virtual focus groups
With a student body of approximately 3,700 
undergraduate students, including 545 inter-
national students and 58 percent students of 
color, Penn State-Abington is one of the larg-
est and most diverse campuses in the Penn 
State system. In brainstorming ways to assess 
the needs of this dynamic student community, 
we decided that focus groups would provide 
us with the greatest depth of information. Fo-
cus groups have become a common practice in 
academic libraries to discover the “attitudes, 
beliefs, concerns, behaviors, and preferences 

of particular groups of people.”3 Since focus 
groups provide an opportunity for open-end-
ed discussion, participants can describe their 
thoughts in their own words,4 allowing us to 
collect opinions and experiences that we may 
not anticipate. For our project, we specifically 
hoped to learn what programs our students en-
joy, how they use library spaces and resources, 
and what makes them feel at home in the li-
brary.

We submitted our study to the university’s 
Institutional Review Board and were granted 
approval on the condition that we take steps 
to secure participant information, such as using 
REDCap to collect registration and survey data. 
We recruited participants from January through 
February 2020 with flyers posted around the 
library and campus, as well as through tabling 
in common spaces on campus and promotion 
in our library instruction sessions. Our flyers 
and slides included a QR code, which linked 
to our registration survey in REDCap. We 
offered students a $20 Amazon gift card as 
an incentive. Of 61 students who completed 
the recruitment survey, 32 confirmed their 
attendance at one of five focus group sessions. 
A diverse group of 24 students from 16 majors 
ultimately participated. 

We conducted the focus groups using Zoom, 
which had become the default platform for 

Brendan Johnson and Katie Odhner

Focus groups from home
Conducting virtual focus groups during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
beyond

Brendan Johnson is outreach and engagement librarian, 
email: blj5175@psu.edu, and Katie Odhner is reference 
and instruction librarian, email: kzo5154@psu.edu, at 
Penn State-Abington

© 2021 Brendan Johnson and Katie Odhner

mailto:blj5175@psu.edu
mailto:kzo5154@psu.edu


June 2021 C&RL News259

classes at Penn State after the move to remote 
learning. We alternated between serving as the 
moderator and as a notetaker and technology 
support person each session. During the focus 
groups, which lasted for about an hour, we used 
a PowerPoint presentation to introduce the 
project, set expectations for participants, and 
display questions. We asked nine core questions, 
with multiple follow-up questions, depending 
on the participants’ responses:

1.	How often do you come to the library, 
and how long do you usually spend here? 

2.	What do you usually do in the library? 
3.	How does the library compare with other 

study spaces on campus? 
4.	Do you feel like you belong in the Abing-

ton College Library? 
5.	What kinds of interactions have you had 

with the library staff? 
6.	Have you ever used the library for help 

with a class assignment? 
7.	Have you ever attended an event at the 

library (such as Finals Recharge, Research Party, 
poetry reading, workshop, etc.)? 

8.	What kind of events are you interested in? 
9.	Do you have any other comments you 

would like to share that we have not covered 
in the earlier questions? 

Students were encouraged to use the “raise 
hand” feature in Zoom to contribute their 
input. In general, we found that discussion 
flowed based on this participation mechanism 
alone, combined with occasional prompts such 
as “We haven’t heard from [name] yet on this 
question. Do you have something to add?” or 
“Does anyone else have a similar experience?” 
Our goal was to have every student respond to 
every question verbally. However, at least one 
student chatted all responses in order to not 
disturb others at home, and students in other 
groups added occasional brief comments in the 
chat, as well.

Some groups benefited from a robust social 
dynamic in which students built on each other’s 
responses and could offer specific examples that 
either differentiated their experiences from 
others or revealed a common theme in student 

experiences with the library. These groups 
tended to be those in which participants knew 
each other or were friends outside of the groups, 
and those in which the majority of students kept 
their cameras on for the duration of the session. 
In contrast, some groups were characterized 
by brief and unspecific responses to questions 
with little interaction between participants. 
These were often groups in which students did 
not turn on their cameras. While we strongly 
encouraged participants to turn their cameras 
on in the hope it would promote conversation, 
we did not strictly require it.

Zoom enabled us to easily record our ses-
sions. The audio recordings were sent to a 
transcription service, TranscribeMe, which 
generated transcriptions of the conversations. 
We developed an open coding scheme based 
on themes we observed in the discussions, then 
used the qualitative data analysis software NVi-
vo to code the transcripts accordingly. Analyzing 
the coded transcripts allowed us to identify 
patterns in the responses. It also enabled us to 
quantify the feedback, for instance, counting 
the number of times one program or resource 
was mentioned relative to another. Placing re-
sponses into categories such as “Policies,” “Event 
Suggestions,” or “Positive Feelings” also helped 
bring us one step closer to applying the results. 

Virtual focus group best practices
Below are some recommendations on conduct-
ing virtual focus groups based on our experi-
ence: 

Before the session starts 
•	 Involve multiple researchers in the focus 

groups. While this is recommended for any 
focus group project, in a remote setting, mul-
tiple moderators are particularly important for 
ensuring the sessions run smoothly. At least one 
researcher should be responsible for monitoring 
the chat and handling technical issues, while 
another researcher asks questions. 

•	 Make expectations for participation ex-
plicit before participants arrive. For instance, if 
researchers want participants to keep cameras 
on, respond verbally rather than in the chat, 
and join the group from a distraction-free en-
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vironment, make sure this is stated somewhere 
in writing so participants can prepare or ask for 
an accommodation. 

•	 Moderators should familiarize themselves 
with the technology in advance. This includes 
learning how the chosen platform operates on 
mobile as well as desktop devices so researchers 
can help participants troubleshoot issues. 

•	 Consider sending a moderation guide 
to participants shortly before the session starts. 
Though spontaneity and flexibility are valued 
in a focus group setting, having a visual aid that 
outlines the conversation can help participants 
follow along with the discussion and stay engaged. 
This also benefits second-language speakers and 
students with disabilities who may face challenges 
following an unstructured conversation among 
multiple speakers.

•	 Set up and test live captioning for the focus 
groups, if available. 

•	 Make a detailed plan for delivering incen-
tives remotely. 

During the session 
•	 Once participants arrive, take some time to 

orient them not only to the purpose and goals of 
the session, but also to the platform and etiquette 
for online conversations. For instance, demonstrate 
how to use the raise hand and unmute features. 

•	 Adjust settings so you can view all partici-
pants. This can help you connect with participants 
and direct follow-up questions appropriately. 

•	 Encourage participants to engage with each 
other’s responses. Group discussions can be chal-
lenging in a remote setting. Follow-up questions 
provide structure to help participants build on 
others’ responses. Examples include, “Has anyone 
had a similar experience?” and “I see you shaking 
your head. Do you have a different perspective?” 

After the session 
•	 Follow up in an email to thank participants 

for their time and ensure they know how or where 
to collect incentives. 

What we learned
The focus groups generated an informative and 
actionable body of information that helped us 
understand how students are using our spaces, 

how they feel about our policies, and how they 
might be served by our programs. This infor-
mation is useful for evaluating, supporting, 
or justifying decisions around library spaces 
and policies. Below are three examples around 
noise concerns, programming, and staff inter-
actions that are among our top takeaways from 
the focus groups.

We learned that students appreciate hav-
ing a variety of spaces available in the library, 
including spaces for socializing, collaboration, 
and individual study. They indicated that it is 
important to have a flexible noise policy that 
allows for all the activities described above. 
However, most students reported using the li-
brary primarily for studying and other academic 
activities, and many also felt that the library 
is too loud at times. This aligned with staff 
perceptions of a “noise problem” in the library. 
We plan on addressing these concerns about 
the noise policies by reexamining the use of the 
library’s space to ensure there are dedicated areas 
where students can feel comfortable talking and 
studying without disruption.

Student input around events affirmed many 
of our programming choices and generated fresh 
ideas for new library events. Popular library 
events include finals de-stress programs and 
poetry readings. Students also mentioned study 
events, such as Research Parties and Nights 
Against Procrastination. We look forward to us-
ing the students’ feedback to develop a series of 
new and diverse library programs, with special 
emphasis on stress-relieving events as well as 
those that provide the opportunity to explore 
the diverse cultures of our student populations.

Students spoke enthusiastically about in-
teractions with library staff, especially student 
workers. The few negative interactions which 
they described stemmed from enforcement of 
food and noise policies, especially in cases where 
students felt they had been unfairly targeted 
or were previously unaware of the policies. 
The experiences students described lead us to 
rethink our food policy and reconsider how we 
handle interactions around enforcement. Overall, 
participants’ image of the library was positive. In 

(continues on page 268)
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addition, students consistently expressed appre-
ciation that librarians were seeking their input, 
leading us to believe that the focus groups them-
selves worked to build the library’s reputation and 
goodwill among our users.

Conclusions
Our experience with virtual focus groups demon-
strates their value, but also their unique character 
that should be accounted for both in the plan-
ning and the administration of the sessions. The 
ability to connect remotely with students allows 
librarians to reach a larger portion of the target 
population and provides the flexibility to struc-
ture sessions to meet varied needs. Captioning 
and other adaptive technologies enable libraries 
to invite feedback from students who may be un-
able to participate in an in-person focus group. 
As online learning continues to grow and virtual 
library services expand, engaging in constructive 
dialogues with patrons who have never set foot in 
the physical library offers valuable opportunities 

to assess shifting needs and create positive points 
of contact with patrons near and far. 
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